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FRANK BARRETT First, I want to thank Ken 
Peplowski for being a part of this evening's session. Ken 
flew in from London to be here, and we're truly fortunate 
to have him with us. To give you some idea of his stature 
in the jazz world, I should tell you that Ken just received 
the most prestigious European award for a jazz recording 
[Preis Der Deutschen Schallplattenkritik, February 
1993.] 
Now, to lay the groundwork for the rest of the sym-
posium, I'd like to share with you some thoughts about 
how jazz is structured. Ken , I need to stay at the piano-
can you help me with the overhead projector? 
KEN PEPLOWSKI So thi s is what happens . You win 
an award and you wind up working the machines! 
FRANK BARRETT One of the themes we want to 
talk about is that jazz is actually very structured; it 's not 
just a matter of pulling notes out of thin air. And to work 
the other side of the metaphor, we'll point out that or-
ganizational structure is a great deal more improvised and 
flexible than is usually recognized. 
Jazz improvisation involves creating music on the spot 
without a prescripted score or plan. However, jazz is 
guided by a non-negotiable framework that constrains 
what the soloi st can play. This structure provides the nec-
essary backdrop to coordinate action and organize choice 
of notes. To quote the bassist Charles Mingus, "You can't 
improvise on nothin' . You gotta have somethin'." The 
"something" that provides the resources players draw 
upon are songs that are made up of chords and corre-
sponding scales. 
Songs are divided into bars, phrases, and sections. Each 
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bar is assigned one or more chords that complement and 
give context to the melody. When jazz musicians impro-
vise they are "following the chord changes" that outline 
the song. These chord changes, or chord progressions, as 
they are sometimes called, follow familiar rule bound pat-
terns and customs not unlike the rules of grammar and 
syntax that guide proper speech. For example, the most 
common sequence of chords in popular music is what is 
known as the II-V -I sequence. That is the chord based on 
the second tone of the scale followed by the chord based 
on the fifth tone of the scale (known as the dominant 
chord), followed by the chord based on the first tone of 
the scale (known as the tonic). These chords feel like they 
lead naturally into one another until they anive "home" 
on the tonic. Almost every popular song written between 
the 1930s and the 1960s is made up of series of these 
II-V-I chordal sequences. 
Each of these chords has its own scale associated with 
it. Soloists draw their melodic notes from these corre-
sponding scales or modes. Musicians call this "playing 
over the chord changes." For example if the song calls 
for a C major chord, the musician might draw upon notes 
from the C major scale. Throughout the history of jazz, 
musicians experimented with expanding the conventional 
scales and began to develop new scales. With the advent 
of bebop in the 1950s, musicians began to accent "leading 
notes," that is, intervals that are one half step above or 
below these tones. As jazz becomes more modern and 
experimental, musicians began to alter certain notes ; so 
for example, in the 1960s some musicians began to play 
the note that is one half step above the fourth tone. (In 
the key of C major, this would be the F sharp (Fn), or what 
is sometimes called the sharp eleventh.) 
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What is important to note here is that the song is a 
coordinating device. And it is a special kind of coordi-
nating device. Songs act as minimal structures that allow 
maximum flexibility. These chordal structures act as non-
negotiable limitations that facilitate and constrain the 
players' activity. When I say non-negotiable, I mean that 
the musicians do not have to stop and discuss what chords 
and scales they will play on a given song. This frees mu-
sicians to listen to one another, anticipate and adjust to 
one another. This is what allows them to maximize in-
dependence and flexibility in their enactments. The chord 
changes are like benchmarks that occur throuoh time o , 
marking the players' mutual orientation as the song pro-
ceeds. Everyone knows where everyone else is as the 
song progresses, providing a continuous sense of cohe-
sion and coordination as action proceeds. Players can 
elaborate on the chords and scales, they can branch off 
into different territory, suggest alternative paths. What 
they cannot do is ignore the contextual rules of the chords 
and the scales. 
I thought we'd take a standard tune that everybody 
probably knows the melody to-"All of Me"-and look 
at its harmonic structure. This is a standard 32-bar song 
in the key of C. Ken, can I have the first slide? [Figure 
I.} 
Jazz is a rule-bound activity. What jazz improvisers do 
when they're playing is to follow those chord changes 
like they ' re a road map. To play outside of those chord 
changes is to break a rule. You can ' t do that. 
I'll gi ve you an example. The first chord in "All of Me" 
is C. [Playing C Major.} So I'm playing a C Major chord. 
In fact, the song's melody is the outline of a C Major 
chord. [Playing E7.} The next chord is an E seventh 
chord. The seventh interval marks a gravitational pull to 
the chord four intervals away, in this case an A seventh 
chord, which does come next, following the rules of har-
mony. [Playing A7.} Again , you can hear A 7 implied in 
the song's melody. Now for each one of those chords, 
there's a scale full of notes that the improviser can chose 
to play. For instance, going back to the first chord, the 
musician can choose from notes in the aeonian mode; 
anyone who's ever taken piano lessons recognizes this as 
a C Major scale. There are rules within that mode. The C 
scale has certain notes that make tonal sense, and certain 
notes that don't. And by the way, the rules have changed 
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Figure 1 "All of Me" Chord Structure 
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over time. It 's now okay to play some notes that you 
couldn ' t play years ago. For instance, in thi s mode, it ' s 
unacceptable to play the 4th step. [Playing a C Major 
chord with the note F in the melody. } That should sound 
bad to most people. 
KEN PEPLOWSKI Actually Frank, can I show them 
something? Okay so the first chord ' s C. Could you play 
that again? [Frank plays C, then Ken plays F on the clar-
inet.} Now, that obvious I y doesn't work. However, in j azz 
music , the point is that you can take any bad situation 
and make it into a good situation. It's what you do with 
the note that counts . And as Dizzy Gillespie once said, 
"there ' s no such thing as a bad note, it ' s where you take 
the note," because you ' re only a half step away from sal-
vation at any point. 
Frank, play the C chord again. Now, here 's the alleged 
bad note [Plays F note.} Now, I'll start on that note and 
try to make it sound good. [Plays a series of notes.} So 
it s the direction I took it; I moved from a bad note to a 
tone that ' s completely within the chord system. Although 
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as music gets more and more modem-although I hate 
to use those terms, because what's called "modem jazz" 
is now over 40 years old-but anyway, the thing that 
makes people perceive it as modem is they use more and 
more of those "outside" notes . But the best musicians sti ll 
have a sense of structure, and are still able to play within 
a structure that the audience can recognize . . . and that's 
what makes it music instead of just noi se. 
FRANK BARRETT Miles Davis once said, "don 't 
worry about making mistakes because there aren't any." 
And as Ken told us, you're never more than half a step 
away from salvation . Let ' s play "All of Me" all the way 
through . First, li sten to just the chord changes with noth-
ing in it then . [Plays chord series.] Now we'll play the 
melody once, and then let's make mistakes and see what 
happens . But first let me tum this mike off so I don't 
swear or anything. By the way, we're near an airfield and 
they tell me that occasionally when the pilots fly by this 
radio mike will pick up and amplify their voices. 
I wonder if the pilots hear jazz every once in a while? 
Let's hope so. 
[Frank and Ken. play "All of Me"] 
Note: Readers wishing to listen to the "All of Me" tu-
torial followed by Peplowski and Barrett's rendition of 
this song should point their web browsers at Organization 
Science Electronic Letters: http://www.dartmouth.edul 
tuck/osell 
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KEN PEPLOWSKI I've been asked to say a little 
about the process of improvisation and what goes into it. 
I'm not quite sure what I'm going to say , but Frank 
Barrett fed me one of Karl Weick ' s lines : "You have to 
risk sounding stupid in order to learn. " So I guess I have 
to risk sounding stupid in order to learn something. Ac-
tually, doing thi s is a big part of jazz improvising. We 
are always deliberately painting ourselves into comers 
just in order to get out of them. Sometimes you con-
sciously pick a bad note and try to find a way to get out 
of it. The essence of jazz music is to try to put three to 
eight people togethe'r while they ' re all trying to do thi s 
at the same time. 
I don ' t know how many of you are serious jazz fans , 
so I should point out that many times a jazz group meets 
for the first time on the bandstand. And I will confess to 
you that this was the case tonight. We have never played 
together before. Frank and I had known each other many 
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years ago-but I haven't seen him in a long time. The 
other two gentlemen I just met today-and yet somehow 
we managed, I hope, to make some music . The reason is 
that we have a common vocabulary, we play the same 
scales , we know the same chords , and we've listened to 
simi lar harmonies for years . 
We all know these things, but what' s more important 
is that we ' ve also learned how to listen.. That ' s absolutely 
essential , because if the four of us climbed up on stage, 
and I counted off a song, and we all went off in our own 
direction , thi s would be musical anarchy. Listening is an 
important skill , because to pull a group together, every-
one needs to comment musically on what they're hearing 
from the others . 
Managers can learn from jazz music, because a jazz 
band is kind of like a corporation . In a quartet we have 
four people and there ' s one person who is the designated 
leader. I am the official leader tonight, but I'm really just 
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